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C h r i s t i n e  S t e w a r t - N u n e z  
B E Y O N D  S O U N D  
A  s t a c c a t o  d o w n b e a t - t h e  h a n d - d r u m ' s  t h u m p - k e p t  t i m e  a s  t h e  
s a z p l a y e r ' s  f i n g e r s  p l u c k e d  a  d i z z y  h a r m o n y  f u l l  o f  q u i c k  t u r n s .  
S o u n d  s k i p p e d  o n  m y  s k i n .  T h e  c l a r i n e t ' s  l i l t i n g  m e l o d y  w h i r l e d  
p a s t  o u r  t a b l e  a s  m y  c o l l e a g u e s  a n d  I  n i b b l e d  t y p i c a l  T u r k i s h  
d e s s e r t :  m e l o n s ,  b e r r i e s ,  o r a n g e s .  S t a y  f o r  c o f f e e ,  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  
d a n c i n g ,  t h e  m u s i c  t e a s e d .  B u t  w e  p a i d  o u r  b i l l ,  s a i d g i i l e g i i l e ,  a n d  
w a l k e d  a c r o s s  t h e  b o u l e v a r d  n e a r  I s t a n b u l ' s  B l u e  M o s q u e .  T h e  
s u n  h a d  p u l l e d  i t s  v e i l  a c r o s s  t h e  S u l t a n a h m e t  n e i g h b o r h o o d  a n d  
w i n t e r ' s  d a r k n e s s  e c l i p s e d  t h e  b a t h s  a n d  b a z a a r s .  
I t  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  m y  f u l l  b e l l y  o f l a m b  k a b o b ,  s a u t e e d  
e g g p l a n t ,  l e n t i l  s o u p ,  a n d  p i t a ,  b u t  m o r e  l i k e l y  i t  w a s  t h e  
h e i g h t e n e d  a w a r e n e s s  I  h a d  d e v e l o p e d  l i v i n g  i n  a  f o r e i g n  p l a c e  
t h a t  c o m p e l l e d  m e  t o  r e c e i v e  a n d  c a t a l o g u e  m o r e  c o n s c i o u s l y  t h e  
s o u n d s  o f  m y  n e w  e n v i r o n m e n t :  c a t c a l l s  f r o m  M a r l b o r o - s m o k i n g  
m e n  o n  t h e  c o r n e r ,  s c r e e c h e s  o f  m i n i b u s e s ,  t h e  n e w  b l e n d s  o f  
c o n s o n a n t s  a n d  v o w e l s  s t r u n g  a l o n g  t h e  n e c k l a c e  o f  s p e e c h .  
T h i s  m e t a  - l a y e r ,  t h i s  r e a d i n e s s  t o  h e a r ,  m a d e  t h e  n i g h t  
f e e l  s e n s u o u s .  W i n d o w s  s e e m e d  l i k e  t r a n s p a r e n t  s k i n ;  t h e  l e t -
d o w n  d r a p e s  s w e p t  a c r o s s  l i k e  a  w o m a n ' s  h a i r .  S t r e e t s  y a w n e d  
e m p t y .  I  c o u l d  a l m o s t  h e a r  t h e  s w i s h  s w i s h  o f  I s t a n b u l i t e s  i n s i d e  
t h e i r  h o m e s  w h e r e  f a t h e r s  k i s s e d  t h e i r  i n f a n t s  g o o d n i g h t ,  
w h e r e  o l d  w o m e n  w a l k e d  b a r e f o o t  a c r o s s  w o o d e n  f l o o r s ,  w h e r e  
n e w l y w e d s  b r u s h e d  s h o u l d e r s .  T h e n  t h e  m o s q u e ' s  l i g h t s  s w i t c h e d  
o n .  I  p a u s e d ,  i m a g i n i n g  t h e  m u e z z i n  r a i s i n g  h i s  e y e s  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  
l i n e s  o f  t h e  a d h a n .  
T h e  i n v i t a t i o n  t o  h e a r  m o r e  d e e p l y  m a y  a r r i v e  i n  a n  
e n v e l o p e  o f  s o u n d .  I t  c o m e s  i n  c l e a n  p a p e r ,  i t s  w h i t e  e d g e s  c r i s p .  
N o  s t a m p ,  n o  r e t u r n  a d d r e s s .  A  m y s t e r y .  A s  I  s l i d e  m y  f i n g e r n a i l s  
u n d e r  t h e  o p e n  c o r n e r ,  a  s a m p l e  o f  n o i s e - a  h u m m i n g  
r e f r i g e r a t o r ,  a  p o p p i n g  h e a t e r ,  a  h o n k i n g  c a r - e r a s e s  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  
T h e n ,  a  s w e l l i n g  o f  s t i l l n e s s .  A n d  t h i s  p r e p a r e s  m e  t o  l i s t e n .  
I  h a d  h e a r d  t h e  C a l l  t o  P r a y e r  b e f o r e .  T w o  h o u r s  i n t o  
m y  f i r s t  d e e p  s l e e p  s i n c e  m y  p l a n e  t o u c h e d  d o w n  i n  I s t a n b u l ,  
A l l a h ' s  n a m e  t r u m p e t e d  m e  a w a k e .  E v e r y  d a y  f o r  t w o  y e a r s ,  t h e  
C a l l  u r g e d  m e  o u t  o f  b e d .  I t  i n v i t e d  m e  t o  s l i p  o n  s w e a t p a n t s  a n d  
s a n d a l s  a n d  w a l k  d o w n  t h e  s t r e e t  t o  b u y  f r e s h  b r e a d .  I n  T a r s u s ,  
t h e  m u e z z i n s  s a n g  o f f - k e y ,  b u t  f i v e  t i m e s  a  d a y  t h e i r  c h a n t i n g  
p u l l e d  m e  o u t  o f  t h e  c u r r e n t s  o f  t e a c h i n g ,  c o o k i n g ,  a n d  r e a d i n g  
f o r  a  m o m e n t  o f  c e n t e r i n g .  
T h i s  n i g h t ,  h o w e v e r ,  I  h e a r d  t h e  C a l l  s t a n d i n g  r i g h t  
o u t s i d e  t h e  m o s q u e .  T h e  s o u n d  s y s t e m  c r a c k l e d .  T h e r e  w a s  a  
s l i g h t  p a u s e  b e f o r e  a  s i n g u l a r ,  u n a d o r n e d  b a r i t o n e  b u r s t  f o r t h :  
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Al-LAHHHHHHHHHH. The first syllable, Al, clipped like a 
pole-vaulter's jump. The LAHHHHHHH, the soar through the 
air-clear, tuned, persuasive. 
The sound cleaved to me. Two syllables stripped away 
the barriers of language and custom and history that made me 
an outsider. The black sky and its array of stars remained. My 
body's edges seemed to loosen as if part of me wanted to move 
with the sound. I caught my breath. When sound ushers me into 
realization, I feel called not to belief, but to connection. 
The day following a thirty-hour labor that ended in C-section, 
I listened to a Nebraska blizzard batter St. Elizabeth's Hospital. 
Wind whistled across the parking lot and slammed into windows. 
Even though bright fluorescent lights and the glow of televisions 
reminded me of the presence of other patients, I felt singular. 
I was adrift in the fuzz of sleep deprivation and the blur of 
hormone overload when I heard Holden's alarm-clock cry, the 
wail of a newborn confused by light, air, hunger. His lungs 
measured his breathy siren out at regular intervals, as if an 
accordion's bellows playing the same note over and over: waaaaah 
(breath) waaaaah (breath) waaaaah (breath). 
In this room of plastic cabinets and metal furniture, 
sound travels best. That sound moves best through matter is odd 
to me because sound appears invisible; like wind, I can only see 
its interactions with other things: the tips of spruce, an American 
flag, a woman's winter scarf. But the denser the matter-a bed or 
a building or a body-the closer the molecules exist; with particles 
bonded together, sound is transferred almost immediately from 
one to the next. The eardrums actually feel a sound's vibration, so 
sound only seems intangible. 
When Holden cried that night, my body responded to 
a visceral, unnameable truth that altered my consciousness. 
With his cry, my milk let down. Thin liquid streamed from my 
tingling nipples. My heart quickened. Urgency overwhelmed me 
not because my body was working in new ways, or because my 
soaked, cotton gown embarrassed me, or because I was shocked by 
Holden's urgency, but because clear tubes (post-surgery fluids) 
strapped me to the bed. I couldn't get to him. 
In the two or three minutes it took for the nurse to 
arrive, loosen his swaddling, and hand him to me, his cry remade 
a familiar world-with me at its center-into another. When 
Holden latched onto my nipple and I heard the shoost shoost of 
milk, the room's white walls, hard-edged rectangles, and steel 
bed blurred. In that space just beyond my skin, Holden and I 
were anchored. Connected. Evolution over millennia developed 
the call and response of chemical reactions, but at the time, I 
couldn't put words to the symphony of hormones. I couldn't 
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m a k e  m e a n i n g  y e t .  S k i n  t o  s k i n ,  w e  w a i t e d  f o r  t h e  s n o w  t o  c e a s e  
a n d  f o r  t h e  w i n d  t o  s l o w .  T h e n  w e  s l e p t .  
A f t e r  I  t o u r e d  t h e  A t o m i c  B o m b  M u s e u m  i n  H i r o s h i m a ,  J a p a n  
w i t h  i t s  s t a g g e r i n g  s t a t i s t i c s  a n d  s t a r k  d e p i c t i o n s  o f  h o r r o r ,  a f t e r  
I  v i s i t e d  t h e  M e m o r i a l  M o u n d  w i t h  i t s  t h o u s a n d s . o f  u n c l a i m e d ,  
c r e m a t e d  d e a d ,  a f t e r  I  w a l k e d  p a s t  t h e  r i v e r  a n d  i t s  g h o s t s  o f  
b u r n i n g  c o r p s e s ,  a f t e r  I  l i s t e n e d  t o  g r o u p s  o f  s o m b e r  c h i l d r e n  
q u e u e d  u p  s i n g i n g  s o n g s  i n  t h e  p a r k ,  I  s t o o d  b e f o r e  t h e  P e a c e  
B e l l .  T h e  d o m e - s h a p e d  b e l f r y  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  w o r l d ,  i t s  m e t a l  
s k i n  a  m a p  w i t h  n o  n a t i o n a l  b o u n d a r i e s .  
W h e n  s o u n d  i n v i t e s  m e  t o  h e a r  d e e p l y ,  s o m e t i m e s  I  n a m e  
t h i s  m o m e n t  i m m e d i a t e l y ' ,  a s  i f  t h e  s o u n d  b r e a k s  u p  i n t o  l e t t e r s  
a n d  f l o a t s  i n t o  m y  c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  O t h e r  t i m e s  i t  t a k e s  y e a r s  t o  d o  
s o ,  t h e  m o m e n t ' s  m e a n i n g  e l u s i v e .  S o m e  i n v i t a t i o n s  o p e n  o n l y  w h e n  
m y  b r a i n ,  b y  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  c o n t e x t  a n d  h i s t o r y ,  g i v e s  t h e m  w e i g h t .  
I  r a i s e d  t h e  c l a p p e r ,  w h i s p e r e d  m y  i n t e n t i o n  f o r  a  
p e a c e f u l  w o r l d ,  a n d  l e t  g o .  T h e  c l a p p e r  c o n t a c t e d  t h e  b e l l .  A  
n o t e  n e a r  t o  t h e  l o w e s t  p i a n o  k e y  e m a n a t e d .  J u s t  b e l o w  i t ,  a  
s o u n d  l i k e  s t a t i c ,  a  h u m  u n d e r  t h e  d e e p  b a s s  t o n e .  I n  m y  e a r ,  
t h e  v i b r a t i o n s  f r o m  t h e  s i n g l e ,  r i c h  n o t e  m o v e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  
h a m m e r ,  a n v i l ,  a n d  s t a p e s  t o  t h e  s n a i l - s h a p e d  c o c h l e a  w h e r e  c e l l s  
a b s o r b e d  i t .  S o  c l o s e  t o  t h e  b e l l ,  I  f e l t  t h e  r i p p l i n g  w a v e s  p u s h  
a g a i n s t  a n d  t h r o u g h  m y  s k i n .  I t  s e e m e d  l i k e  a  p a r a d o x - h o w  t h i s  
d e e p ,  p h y s i c a l  h e a r i n g  u r g e d  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  w o r l d  b e y o n d  m e .  
W h e n  a u d i t o r y  n e r v e  f i b e r s  p i c k e d  u p  t h e  t r i g g e r e d  ,  
e l e c t r i c a l  s i g n a l s  a n d  c a r r i e d  t h e m  t o  m y  b r a i n ,  I  n a m e d  t h e  s o u n d .  
K n o w l e d g e  g a v e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  t h a t  n a m e .  A n d  s o  t h e  b e l l ' s  s o u n d  
c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r  b e  j u s t  s o u n d  b e c a u s e  n o w  t h i s  s o u n d  c a r r i e d  t h e  
f l a s h  o f l i g h t ,  f i r e  o n  t h e  s k i n ,  c r u m b l e d  b u i l d i n g s  a n d  b e i n g s ,  
l e u k e m i a ,  g e n e s  c o r r u p t e d  f o r  g e n e r a t i o n s .  
T h e  w a v e s  r i p p l e d  b e y o n d  m e .  I  w a s  p r e s e n t  t o  t h e  s o u n d  
a n d  t h e  s o u n d  r e l e a s e d  m e  i n t o  s i l e n c e .  
I  c u l t i v a t e  t h e s e  s o u n d  i n v i t a t i o n s  b y  a c c e p t i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  
t r a v e l  o r  t o  s t a n d  o n  n e w  g r o u n d .  S t i l l ,  I  w o n d e r  h o w  m a n y  I ' v e  
m i s s e d .  T o o  o f t e n  I  s h r o u d  m y s e l f  i n  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  D i s t r a c t i o n s  
c a n  s t o p  u p  m y  e a r s  l i k e  c o t t o n  s w a b s .  P o i g n a n t  m o m e n t s  r i s e  
f r o m  m e m o r y ,  a  s i l e n t  m o n t a g e  o f  m i s s e d  s o u n d s .  A t  A u s c h w i t z ,  
I  w o r e  h e a d p h o n e s  t o  h e a r  t h e  t o u r  g u i d e '  s  c o m m e n t a r y  o f  t h e  
c o n c e n t r a t i o n  c a m p ;  I  d i d n ' t  k n o w  t h a t  K a t e ,  m y  s t u d e n t  w h o  
h a d  t a k e n  m e  b y  t h e  a r m ,  w a s  c r y i n g  u n t i l  I  s a w  h e r  t e a r s .  I n  
S i e n a ,  I t a l y ,  t h e  m a z e  o f  c o b b l e d  s t r e e t s  d i z z i e d  m e ;  p e r h a p s  I  
m i s s e d  t h e  b e l l s  r i n g i n g  o u t  a s  a  w e d d i n g  p a r t y  b u r s t  f o r t h  f r o m  
t h e  c h u r c h  i n t o  t h e  p i a z z a .  I  w a t c h e d  w i n d  c a r r y i n g  c l o u d s  o v e r  
t h e  g r e e n  p a s t u r e s  o f  I r e l a n d ,  b u t  I  d o n ' t  r e c a l l  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  
e v e r - p r e s e n t  r a i n .  I  r e m e m b e r  H o l d e n ' s  f i r s t  l a u g h - a  c a s c a d e  
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of giggles as we played "catch" with his squishy ball-but not the 
moment he said his first word. In his baby book, I inscribed 
"Mama, Da, ball," but I have no memory of where or when he 
uttered those words. 
Perhaps I've missed hundreds of opportunities to lose the 
feeling of self for a moment and connect with another person, 
another pursuit, another phenomenon. Without sound, a layer is 
lost, a dimension absent. Without sound, there are no vibrations 
on my skin, nothing activating the bones in my ear. I can only 
wonder about how sound would've opened up the experience. 
The train resting on the platform in Strysz6w, a village in 
southern Poland, sounded like a sigh. Perhaps it was my exhale, 
the auditory mix of exhaustion and the relief of arrival. The air 
smelled warm, moist, as if fog could materialize at any moment. 
Our hosts met our small contingent of students and professors at 
the station and stowed our bags in their cars, but we chose to walk 
through the village. 
I noticed the subtle sounds of life as we passed the 
empty, two-room station. A brown chicken pecked its way around 
the yard. Colors buzzed: homes and stores crackled tangerine, 
buttercup, ochre, and lime; blossoms rang out in crimson, 
cornflower blue, violet. The bright green of grass, trees, and 
shrubs became the melody of spring. Even the children who 
attended classes in the long, white school chimed in with their 
butterfly and flower cutouts taped to windows. As I trekked up 
the narrow, steep fork of the main road, I felt the turn to storm: 
bright colors to a gray palette of sky, warm air to cool breeze, the 
smell of dusty air to the smell of rain. At the Catholic church 
perched on the hilltop, sound intensified, the priest's chants 
and congregation's response broadcast from inside. With distinct 
syllables muffled by the audio system, I couldn't understand if they 
used Latin or Polish, but I recognized the prayers' rhythms. The 
priest began by landing on a note and holding it-the sound of an 
open hand-a note into which he inserted a sucession of clipped 
consonants. The congregation repeated the refrain. 
This time, however, the chanting converged with another 
sound, and the envelope-the invitation-arrived. It pushed me 
further into the moment, crystallizing that second of time. The 
deep bass rumble of thunder rolled across the sky, across the 
mountains blurred by distant rain, across the clusters of trees, across 
the thin slices of pasture, across the cemetery tombs. The tympani of 
thunder collided; I heard a crack oflightning right above my head. 
This crash of sounds fused past memories of the times I had prayed 
in Mass with the storm. It sealed them in my memory with the image 
of the charcoal-colored clouds stampeding toward me like buffalo, 
the air chilling my skin as it pushed past me like a flood of ghosts. 
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T h e  m o m e n t  b e f o r e  i t  b e g a n  t o  r a i n ,  b e f o r e  o u r  c l o t h e s  
b e c a m e  s t u c k  t o  o u r  s k i n ,  b e f o r e  w e  b e g a n  t o  r u n  d o w n  t h e  g r a v e l  
r o a d ,  b e f o r e  w e  b e g a n  t o  s h r i e k  i n  d e l i g h t ,  I  f e l t  m y  b o d y ' s  m e m b r a n e s  
g i v e  a  l i t t l e .  I  f e l t  l i g h t e r ,  l o o s e r ,  l i k e  w a l k i n g  o u t  t o  t h e  f i r s t  t h a w  
o f  s n o w  a f t e r  f i v e  l o n g  w i n t e r  m o n t h s .  A n d  t h e n  t h e  c l o u d s  o p e n e d .  
B e y o n d  s o u n d  w e a v e s  m o s q u e ,  m i l k ,  s k y ,  s t a r s ,  t h e  t o u c h  o f  t h e  
l i v i n g  a n d  t h e  t o u c h  o f  t h e  d e a d .  
B e y o n d  s o u n d  f u s e s  v i b r a t i o n  a n d  r e f l e c t i o n  a n d  p a p e r .  
" M a m a ,  I  l o v e  t h e  m o v i e  t h e a t r e  o f  m y  l i f e , "  H o l d e n ,  n o w  
a  k i n d e r g a r t e n e r ,  s a y s .  H e  s c o o p s  u p  a  f o r k f u l  o f  s p a g h e t t i ,  s a u c e  
d r i p p i n g  o n t o  t h e  s i d e  o f  g r e e n  b e a n s .  A n d  h e  h u m s ,  a  r o b u s t  
h u m ,  s o m e w h e r e  b e t w e e n  " y u m ,  y u m ,  y u m "  a n d  a  c h a n t .  I  t e a s e  
o u t  t h i s  s o u n d ,  h o l d i n g  i t  i n  m y  e a r .  A s  I  b r e a t h e  h i s  s o n g  i n t o  
m y  b o d y ,  I  j o t  d o w n  h i s  w o r d s  a n d  t h e  t e n o r  o f  h i s  s o u n d .  
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